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One might derive a working definition of 'pulp science fiction' from a well-known fact, and a well-known opinion. As a matter of fact, science fiction magazines from the 1920s to the early 1950s (wherein science fiction emerged as a recognized genre) were generally printed on cheap yellow paper, 'pulp', and hence termed pulp magazines. As a matter of opinion, Ursula K. Le Guin and Brian Attebery, assembling The Norton Book of Science Fiction (1993), included only stories from the 1960s and thereafter because to them that represented, as stated in Le Guin's introduction, the era of science fiction's 'maturity'.
1 One could define pulp science fiction, then, as genre science fiction which is not 'mature'.
To be sure, this definition's time frame must be adjusted, in part because pulp science fiction magazines (as noted) disappeared in the early 1950s, almost universally supplanted by the now-standard digest format. Furthermore, most commentators, including myself, would say the genre matured in the 1950s, not the 1960s, as shown by the appearance of new magazines, Galaxy and The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, which explicitly sought and addressed adult readers, and by the publication of many esteemed stories and novels. After all, several works from this decade -including Ray Bradbury's The Martian Chronicles (1950) Leibowitz (1959) -are routinely assigned in college science fiction classes, testifying to their literary quality and, one might say, their maturity. And one naturally recoils, I think, from describing such novels as 'pulp science fiction', even though portions of four of them originally appeared in science fiction magazines.
For that reason, I address as 'pulp science fiction' only works that appeared in the science fiction magazines of the 1920s, 1930s and Teaching Pulp Science Fiction 87 1940s, since these are usually excluded from the college curriculum, except for a few stories in retrospective anthologies, and since I argue that these works, even if deemed immature, do merit consideration as texts for science fiction classes. I will focus on six works from this era, including ideas for class discussions and suggestions for research projects.
One must approach the magazine science fiction of the 1920s and 1930s with an awareness of their typical readers: young Anglo males, brighter than their peers, particularly fascinated by science, and socially inept loners. Frustrated by a society that lacked their interests and failed to value them as people, unable to find and bond with like-minded others in their immediate vicinity, these adolescents happily turned to the fabulous world of science fiction magazines, wherein they found stories about men like themselves who made amazing discoveries in the future, conquered the universe, earned humanity's acclaim, and won the hands of beautiful women -heartening affirmations of their own true worth and glorious future. Through letters and announcements in these magazines, they also learned about a growing national network of people devoted to such fiction, which they eagerly connected to, finally able to feel a sense of community. For portraits of these individuals, one might examine memoirs written by science fiction authors who grew up reading pulp science fiction -such as Frederik Pohl's The Way the Future Was (1978), Jack Williamson's Wonder's Child (1984) or Clarke's Astounding Days (1990) -but the best choice might be Isaac Asimov's anthology Before the Golden Age (1974), offering both a rich selection of science fiction stories of the 1930s and lengthy commentaries on Asimov's youthful reactions to them, effectively making the book Asimov's first autobiography.
In our enlightened, multicultural age, does a population of largely male, largely white, and largely American people from 1920 to 1950 really deserve special attention? First, one must avoid stereotyping these readers: they were not, for example, virulent sexists who excluded women from their all-male world of science and adventure; rather, they were desperately eager to welcome those occasional women who came to science fiction conventions or wrote science fiction stories, as documented in Eric Leif Davin's Partners in Wonder (2006) . In addition, many of these young men later became the scientists and engineers who helped to build the atomic bomb and launch the American space programme, meaning that, for better or worse, these were people who, as they once dreamed, eventually had a major impact on their society. (It is a matter of record, for example, that John W. Campbell Jr, editor of
